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1. Background 
 
 Productive and sustainable agriculture can only result from the sustainable utilization 
and management of the natural resources that carry it. This, however, is usually 
obstructed by conflicts among intervening decision makers and their different interests 
regarding the many potential forms and ends to use such resources. The risk and danger 
of these conflicts are increased in situations of high population or market pressures, non-
responsive policies and the resulting unaccountable decision-making, which are not 
uncommon regionally. Conflicts related to natural resources then, and their causes 
constitute central issues in the drive of ASARECA and ECAPAPA because they 
effectively diminish the present and potential contributions over time of those resources 
to the goals of economic growth, food security and export competitiveness. Thus, the 
search for solutions, or ways to manage these conflicts, constitutes a proper investment to 
improve the present and future accessibility, productivity and sustainability of the natural 
resource base for regional development. It was against this background that ECAPAPA, 
in collaboration with partner networks, programmes and projects under ASARECA and 
also with International Agricultural Research Centres, embarked on a competitive 
research grant of the project on, “Natural Resource Management and Use: Conflict 
Minimising Strategies”.  
 
This Policy Brief presents some of the lessons learned from research work related to the 
search for appropriate mechanisms to manage forest resources, and conflicts arising from 
contested rights to forest resources in eastern and central Africa (ECA)
1
. The paper 
reviews some of the legal and policy reforms in the forestry sector; highlights some of the 
conflicts occurring under conventional government ownership of forests and those 
occurring under the emerging initiatives in Joint Forest Management and Participatory 
Forest Management. It concludes with a checklist of issues to be considered in facilitating 
sustainable forest utilisation and conflict minimisation strategies.  
 
2. Current Legal and Policy Reforms in Forestry Sector  
 
Forest policies around the world are undergoing a broad transformation based, among 
other factors, the recognition of the growing variety of goods and services provided by 
forests and tress at the local, national and global levels. Forests are no longer seen as just 
wood production or extraction plots, but are valued for non-wood forest products and a 
range of environmental and social services like biodiversity conservation, carbon storage 
and sequestration, soil and water conservation, provision of employment and recreational 
opportunities and protection of natural and cultural heritage. The transformation of forest 
policies is affecting the organisational forms in which forests are managed and utilised, 
with public forestry institutions being required to pursue an increasing multiplicity of 
                                                 
1 The Policy Brief is based on a review of literature, and the findings of a study by Yonas Yemshaw and Girma 
Amente , on “Nature of Conflict and Resolution Strategies in Modjo Forestry Project – Ethiopia”. The study 
was funded by IDRC through ASARECA/ECAPAPA. 
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objectives. The processes of globalisation and market liberalisation have increased the 
complexities of forest policy reforms, as illustrated by the following factors: 
 
 Retrenchment and reforms under structural adjustment have reduced the capacity 
of the state to maintain services to monitor and control the use of forest resources, 
and to undertake appropriate research and extension. 
 
 Trade and exchange rate liberalisation has altered the competitive advantage of 
domestic timber industries, and induced private, and often foreign, investment; 
 
 Growing interest in managing forests more “sustainably” has led to changes in 
policies on timber concessions, property rights and forest certification. The post-
Earth Summit era has resulted in a growing importance of NGOs, community-
based organisations and joint forest management arrangements in non-industrial 
forestry; and  
 
 Governments have come to recognise the limitations of state regulatory capacity. 
 
Throughout Eeast and Ccentral Africa, the limitation of governments to manage forest 
resources is widely recognised. In Uganda, the Forest Permit system has been tried as an 
economic instrument to encourage private sector participation in reforestation efforts, and 
one study on a conflict between farmers and the Uganda Investment Authority over 
compensation for planted trees in a forest reserve taken for industrial development, has 
noted that the government is currently revising the Forest Act, whose “command and 
control” language is no longer acceptable. The study’s assessment of the Forest 
Department is that it is “very conservative in its approach to contracting, relying on old, 
standard permit rules and Forest Rules”. 
 
In Tanzania, new initiatives, like Participatory Forest Management (PFM), Community 
Based Forest Management (CBFM) and Joint Forest Management (JFM) have been 
promoted to complement government efforts in forest management. PFM is an approach 
to forest management, through which communities living close to forests manage or co-
manage the resources. PFM is characterised by the forest-local communities “sharing 
power” (devolution) instead of just benefits, and assuming owner/user rights and 
management of the forest resources. 
 
It appears from the material that some measurable and tangible results have already 
emerged from the CBFM activities like for example reduced soil erosion, steadier stream 
flow, return of wildlife, etc. The experiences have served as a major source of inspiration 
in the development of the CBFM Guidelines, and in the further discussions about a PFM 
nation wide strategy in Tanzania.  
 
The major challenge to PFM as a strategy to forest management will be to strike a proper 
balance between having reservation as a foundation and meeting its overall objectives of 
poverty reduction, gender equity, etc. Restriction on uses of forest products and grazing 
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areas has been a strong element so far in the Danida DANIDA supported PFM activities 
in Iringa and Lindi Regions in Tanzania, even though some of these areas are quite well 
endowed with forest and woodland resources. 
 
In light of the poverty reduction, gender equity, etc. objectives of the PFM strategy there 
are therefore a number of socio-economic issues which continuously have to be 
monitored and studied in order to find out how the livelihoods of various groups of 
people (young people, men, women – poor people, more well off etc.) are being affected 
by PFM activities and also whether PFM activities in one area has any impact on other 
areas. The existing studies of PFM activities so far do not contain much information 
about the following basic questions: Are there spill-over effects to other areas? Have 
some people had to move to other rural or urban areas due to for example restrictions on 
the use of grazing areas or farmlands in the ‘reserved’ areas, or because of new 
restrictions on the use of forest products? If some people have moved, where have they 
gone to and how are they managing? To what extent has compensation for groups who 
may have lost access to daily necessities from the forests through restrictions been 
handled – if handled at all? Who (which social groups) from the communities with PFM 
activities are likely to benefit from harvesting in the regenerated forests? A number of 
conflicts, which have occurred in the process of establishing the reserves, are identified in 
the studies and it is rightly stressed that conflicts are inevitable when several 
communities have to agree on boundaries and new rules. Experiences from Iringa and 
Lindi also show this.  
 
3. Conflicts Over Forest Resources Under Different Management Regimes  
 
Research undertaken under ECAPAPA’s research programme on conflict minimizing 
strategies gives some useful lessons related to the nature of forest-related conflicts in 
government forest projects. In addition, insights gained from Tanzanian experiments with 
PFM offer useful lessons on forest-related conflicts from community-managed forests. 
As a result of the considerable progress achieved in facilitating PFM through local and 
national projects, Tanzania is considered by many to be a leader in Africa in PFM – both 
in terms of progress achieved to date as well as the positive legal and policy environment.   
 
3.1 Conflicts Over Forest Resources Under Government Management Regimes 
The Ethiopian case study analysed existing conflicts in the use and management of a 
government fuel wood plantation. Most of the conflicts on this case study revolved 
around sharing of benefits from the plantation. The study found out that the communities 
surrounding the plantation were very poor, with little resource endowment.  Also, the 
study found that: 
 older households were engaged more in conflict with the forest management staff 
than younger households - probably their presence prior to the establishment of 
the project contributing to their sense of violation of their right to the land 
occupied by the project; 
 the most important causes of conflict between the project and the community 
included losses of free access to graze animals inside the project area; the tight to 
Comment [r1]: This does not read well 
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own grazing land; and the right to own farmland as a result of the establishment 
of the project. Other causes of conflict were unclear benefit sharing mechanisms, 
unfulfilled promise regarding benefit from project, grazing land scarcity and 
unfair compensation for grazing land lost.  
 the most preferred resolution methods were: to build community water supply, 
clarify rights and responsibilities of all stakeholders; to establish clear benefit 
sharing mechanism, strengthen the mediation task force; and to build health 
centres by project, in that order. Other conflict resolution methods were: to 
establish consensual rules of access to the forest; to stabilize project 
administration;  and to build schools by the project. Improving access to the 
project resources is a sensitive issue.  
The researchers noted that, owing to the prevailing poverty and scarcity in the study area, 
all community members wanted to have a share of the forest resources. However, they 
cautioned that, in the interest of sustainability of the forest resource a mechanism of 
limiting use should be put in place. Moreover, not all groups in the community exhibited 
the same amount of reliance on the forest resources. The researchers emphasised the need 
to strengthen the mediation task force and through it negotiate who will be given access 
to which resources based on demonstrated need. The following criteria were suggested: 
 disadvantaged households should have greater access than the relatively well-off. 
The match between family, farm, and livestock sizes could be important 
eligibility criteria.  
 in setting the criteria of eligibility to access and the type and amount of resource 
to be accessed per unit of time should be negotiated with all concerned and 
consensus must be reached.  
 re-demarcation of the boundary of the project with the community, re-negotiation 
of compensation for those claims that are just, addressing the issue of 
villagization programme returnees, clarifying the rights and responsibilities of all 
stakeholders, and establishing consensual rules of access to the project resources.  
 
3.2 Conflicts Under Community -Based Forest Management Regimes 
In contrast to the above conflict over benefit sharing, in community based forests the 
conflicts may also invlove power sharing, in addition to the benefits. In Tanzania, 
community-based management of forest resources is founded on the authority of village 
governments to set aside areas for forestry within their village land. Such areas must be on 
common land, i.e. land owned by the community as a whole. An environment or natural 
resources committee appointed by the Village Assembly or the Village Council (VC) may 
manage such forests on behalf of the entire village.  
 
Hence, for the village community to decide on the issue of setting aside land for village 
forest it is very important, that all the implications of the act of reservation are well known 
to all villagers, and that the democratic procedures for decision making in the village is 
followed in the process. The many different social groups at the village level have different 
interests, and some are more dependent on the use of forest products and village communal 
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land for bare survival than others. The role of village democracy is to make sure that all 
villagers are heard, and that a proper balance is struck between the influence of different 
interest groups. From the experiences with the Danida DANIDA supported PFM activities 
in Lindi and Iringa regions in Tanzania it appears that democratic procedures have not 
always been fully adhered to in the decision making processes related to the establishment 
of Village Forest Reserves, and not all villagers seem to be aware of all the implications of 
reservation. Especially marginalized groups and many women have it seems, been 
insufficiently involved in decision-making processes. 
 
In theory it is expected that villagers will have a lot of say over their forest resources 
locally. However, as it will be shown by the the following case study from Lindi district, 
this is not always the case. 
 
Box 1. EPAC logging company vs Mihima villagers 
 
Early in 2003 EPAC, a Tanga-based logging company obtained a licence to harvest paurosa logs from the area around Mihima 
village in Lindi district. The company did not have a very good reputation in other villages, and the District Forest Officer advised the 
Mihima Village Natural Resource Committee (VNRC) not to give it permission to harvest trees in their village land. However, some 
villagers stood to gain from the activities of the company. A few could be recruited to cut down the trees and get paid TSH Tshs 
2,500 per cut log. The Village Government saw the activities of the company as an opportunity to gain some extra income. Even the 
VNRC thought that they could pay allowances for their forest assessment activities from the logging activities of EPAC. However, by 
March 2003, they discovered that they company was defaulting on payment, even to the villagers recruited to cut the logs, and it was 
systematically moving out  the logs they had harvested from Mihima village land. On 7 March 2003 the Mihima Village Executive 
Officer wrote a letter to the District Natural Resource Officer, requesting assistance regarding the “invasion of the village forest”, by 
EPAC, demanding that the company should pay TSH Tshs 2,500 for each log. Discussions between the researchers and the VNRC 
indicated that there was a struggle between itself and the Village Council over the authority to allow EPAC into the village land, as 
well as over control of the fees that were to be paid by EPAC. When asked about the dispute the district authorities demonstrated a 
“hands-off” attitude, claiming that it was the villagers themselves who allowed EPAC into their village forest. 
 
 
The struggle for forest resource narrated in Box 1 illustrate the problems which might 
face local-level institutions in trying to enforce sustainable harvesting of the village forest 
resources to get a fair share from these resources. The case illustrates clearly local 
incapacity to control outsiders from harvesting illegally the village forest resources. It is 
clear that the Mihima village government and the Natural Resource Committee did not 
have any clear strategy to stop illegal harvesting of logs by EPAC. On the contrary, the 
different branches of the village government were competing for whatever crumbs they 
could get from the loggers.  
 
4. Issues in the Facilitation of Sustainable Forest Utilisation and Minimising Conflicts  
 
The following points are suggested to facilitate sustainable forest utilisation and 
minimising conflict over forest resources. Given the mentioned reforms and the untried 
terrain of the new forest management regimes, most of the points form an agenda for 
further research: 
 
 Beneficiary assessment - it is important to examine the incentive structure in 
forest management, and to improve the understanding of which stakeholders are 
Comment [r2]: Please redo this.  Does not read 
well 
Comment [r3]: Long form? 
Comment [r4]: Please straighten the story.  As it 
stands, it shows that villagers have a say! 
Comment [r5]: On what? 
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likely to get involved in managing forestry resources, and how the objectives of 
different stakeholders may change from time to time.  
 
 Capacity-building: The new approaches to forest management are hindered by 
capacity and knowledge gaps of the laws, regulations and policies related to 
forestry, land and natural resources; the lack of legal awareness among the forest 
dependent communities about their rights and obligations; the shortage of skills 
related to the practical implementation and facilitation of PFM processes at the 
local level; and the need to improve the administrative and management capacity 
to handle PFM programmes. There is therefore a need to develop extension and 
training materials for addressing these gaps.  
 
 Balancing conservation with development: The majority of the potential PFM 
partners are rural people whose overriding objective is poverty alleviation. As 
illustrated by the Mihima case, villagers may attempt to achieve poverty 
alleviation through unsustainable exploitation of the forest resource. As the 
poverty alleviation objective requires tangible maximum benefits against the least 
possible cost in the shortest feasible time, sustainable management has to provide 
at its bear minimum the same net benefits as unsustainable exploitation if it wants 
to succeed. 
 
 Rights and duties should be clearly spelled out: Currently, transparency, 
responsibility and accountability are three major problem areas within existing 
PFM arrangements that seriously undermine the credibility of these arrangements. 
Changes from government to community forest management will result in 
changes at the community level. Support programmes will have to contend with 
problems related to local governance; accountability; social differentiation and the 
possibility of elite capture of forestry benefits at the local level. 
 
 
